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Metacognition
Can Help
Students Become
Independent
Readers

by Scott G. Paris

nor monitor their comprehension because
good readers automatically understand the
ideas in text. These misconceptions can
inhibit the development of strategic and
independent reading. But effective instruction
can correct such misconceptions. Recent
research suggests that teachers can instruct
children about the operation and value of
various reading strategies directly in the
classroom (Duffy, Roehler, Meloth, Vavrus,
Book, Putnam, & Wesselman, 1986; Paris,
Wixson, & Palincsar, 1986). Better
understanding can lead to more strategic
reading and more positive motivation to
read.

In a recent discussion with a third grade
classroom I asked, "If you were in a hurry to
read a story and could only read some of the
words, which ones would you read?" Some
students said they would read the first
sentence and the last sentence in every
paragraph. Some students said to skim the
story. But when I pressed them to describe
skimming, they responded "You just read
some of the words." I asked, "Which ones?"
and a young boy responded, "You read the
I ittle ones and the easy ones." "You mean
words like to, be, is, the, and at?", I asked.
"Yes", he replied. "If you were in a hurry,
those are the fastest ones to read."
These responses are not unusual for eight
to ten year olds. Many children have a
superficial understanding of skimming and
believe that speeded reading means choosing
to read the smallest words that are easiest to
pronounce. Discovering the meaning is
definitely not their goal and rarely do
students identify important words for sentence
as the the target of their skimming. How
serious is this misconception? It could be
devastating. Students who have little idea of
the purpose or usefulness of various
comprehension strategies can hardly be
expected to use them effectively. They wi 11 not
select the strategies on their own or use them
as teachers direct. Misconceptions and
inappropriate strategies can lead to
debilitating reading behaviors. For example,
some children believe that reading a passage
twice is a bad strategy because it indicates
that they were not smart enough to
understand it the first time. Some children in
elementary grades believe that good readers
do not pause to paraphrase text as they read

Removing the mystery about reading
strategies
The new definition of reading in the State
of Michigan emphasizes the active role
played by the reader. Readers construct
meaning; they set purposes; they select
strategies; and they monitor their progress
according to their reading goals. Proficient
readers think about the task of reading and
the processes of reading as well as the
content of the text they read. They think
before, during, and after they read in order to
engage the text in a deep and thoughtful
manner. Such active involvement with text
requires an awareness on the part of readers
about thinking strategies that should be
applied to the task.
Children need to learn that reading is
neither mysterious nor automatic. They need
to become aware of the components of
successful reading and the characteristics of
successful readers. Part of that understanding
is an awareness of the existence and use of

2

understand the meaning of the selections they
read. Unfortunately, the content of basal
reading selections is often boring and
irrelevant. Instead of learning these stories,
teachers should focus instruction on helping
students understand strategies for reading. If
children understand the concept of main idea
and various tactics for discovering or
creating main ideas in selections, they are
much more likely to generalize the strategies
to different kinds of text. In the remainder of
this paper I briefly describe four methods for
helping students become aware of
comprehension strategies for constructing
meaning.
The first method is to explain the
strategies directly to students. Select a
strategy such as summarizing, rereading,
declaring a reading purpose, or making
inferences. Describe for students what that
strategy is and how it operates. For example,
describe what a good summary is and how
one goes about making a summary. You can
tell students that a summary only includes
important information, deletes trivia, avoids
redundancies, and provides a concise
overview of the entire text. Students need to
have good descriptions or models of effective
strategies. Teachers can explain and
demonstrate strategies such as summarizing
so that they are no longer mysterious. They
become public and observable so that
students and teachers can talk about what
they are and how to use them. But it is also
important to describe when the strategies
should be used and why they are useful. In
our research on reading and thinking
strategies, we have found that classroom
teachers can tel I students about these
characteristics of reading strategies directly
and that metacognition promotes strategic
reading. (Paris, Cross, & Lipson, 1984; Paris &
Oka, 1986)
The second method for explaining
comprehension processes to students is to
model appropriate strategies. A good method
is to engage in think-aloud and read-aloud
exercises. For example, teachers can read
aloud a piece of text to the entire class . They
can stop periodically to describe what they
are thinking, how they decipher new
vocabulary words, and how they use strategies
such as re-reading and making inferences to
construct a richer meaning of the text ideas.
Such think-aloud exercises can be done in

various comprehension strategies and how
they are related to discrete reading purposes.
For example, students should understand that
reading is sometimes informal or entertaining,
and on other occasions, the purpose is
comprehension and recall. That is why
different strategies are appropriate when
reading the newspaper, comics, or academic
text. Students need to be aware of the variety
of strategies that can be used to foster
comprehension for different purposes.
Selective and flexible use of strategies can be
promoted by students ' metacognition, that is,
their awareness of their own mental processes
and knowledge.
Metacognition involves two fundamental
characteristics. First, metacognition refers to
self-appraisal of what one knows or can do.
Good readers understand their own abilities
to read material of different difficulty and for
different purposes. They can monitor
comprehension as they read and use repair
strategies such as seeking help, using context,
or re-reading, if they are required. Awareness
of one ' s ongoing comprehension, or
metacognitive self-appraisal, is an important
component of skilled reading.
A second factor is cognitive selfmanagement. This refers to the way in which
students use their resources wisely and
efficiently. For example, do they use source
materials such as encyclopedias, dictionaries,
and other people to help to find new words or
elaborate new concepts? Do students
generate good plans before they start to read
and do they review and summarize the
meaning of what they read when they finish?
As readers become more aware of
comprehension processes they are able to
manage their own strategies effectively so
that they think before, during, and after
reading. Helping children to appraise their
own understanding and manage their own
reading in a strategic fashion helps to remove
the mystery of reading. Becoming aware of
these aspects of skilled reading promotes
children 's active strategies to achieve their
reading purposes. (Paris, 1986)

Instruction that promotes metacognition
How can teachers promote cognitive selfappraisal and self-management of students
as they read? In order to increase students'
metacognition it is necessary to direct their
attention to the processes of reading as well
as the products. Most teachers help students

3

they should be applied, and why they are
effective. Many methods of instruction can
help to make thinking processes visible and
shared so that students can observe models of
good thinking strategies. Discussion among
students and teachers about cognitive aspects
of reading and the effective use of
comprehension strategies is crucial. Instruction
on thinking strategies can definitely enhance
students' reading comprehension. Creative
teachers will be able to use methods such as
direct explanation, thinking aloud while
reading, peer tutoring, and cooperative
learning to enhance students' strategic and
independent reading.

pairs or groups as well so that students can
observe and then participate in these
exercises. The critical feature is to make
students aware of the processes of
comprehending, i.e. how they are thinking,
rather than just what they think about the
content of the passage. (Bereiter & Bird, 1985)
The third method for improving
metacognition is to encourage peer tutoring
and student questioning. Students who help
other students comprehend a passage
increase their awareness of the strategies
that are involved. For example, Palincsar and
Brown (1984) have shown that a process
called "reciprocal teaching" increases
students' use of comprehension strategies.
Students are taught to ask good questions
about the meaning of text as they practice
paraphrasing, summarizing, clarifying, and
elaborating ideas in text. They learn to teach
other students about comprehension strategies
at the same time they learn to use the
strategies effectively.
A fourth method to increase metacognition
is to encourage cooperative learning among
small groups of students. Students who work
in teams can discuss the benefits of different
comprehension strategies as they discover
the meaning of text. They can fill out
worksheets together or write essays and
reactions to text. The joint negotiations about
the meaning of text requires students to use
good comprehension strategies and to shore
that knowledge with their peers. (Dansereau,
1985; Slavin, 1980) Students in cooperative
learning arrangements benefit as both
listeners and leaders in these situations and
become more aware of comprehension
strategies as they discuss and learn the text
meaning.
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Conclusion
Many children do not develop automatic
comprehension strategies. They have
misconceptions about the purposes of reading
and the strategies required to construct
meaning. They often are unaware of tactics
that they can use before they read such as
activating prior knowledge. Similarly, many
students seem oblivious to strategies for
monitoring comprehension as they read or
for re-reading and summarizing meaning
when they finish reading. Misconceptions and
naivete can be remedied by metacognitive
instruction that helps students understand
what strategies are, how they operate, when
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"The greatest thing in this world is not so
much where we are, but in what
direction we are moving."
0.W. Holmes
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